






Program Criteria – Glossary
Resources Relating to Program Criteria:
> 50’ (15m) Min. Buffer / 30’ (10m) Min. with qualifying conditions

Based on the buffer science literature, it seems that a target recommended buffer width 
should be a 100’ (30m) wide forested riparian buffer (Sweeney, 2014; Hawes & Smith, 2005; 
Wenger, 1999; USDA NRCS 1998; USDA FS, 2017). However, given the reality of existing 
development and land uses within 100’ (30m) of streams and rivers, there may need to be 
an alternative minimum recommended buffer width. Based on the literature, it seems a 30’-
50’ (10-15m) minimum buffer requirement is necessary to ensure the long-term protection 
of aquatic resources. 

“The scientific literature appears to support that buffers of less than 35 feet cannot sustain 
long term protection of aquatic resources. To provide an array of functions then, buffers 
should be a minimum of 35 to 100 feet in width under most circumstances. Buffer widths 
toward the lower end of the range appear to provide some physical and biological 
components of the stream ecosystem, especially on small streams. Buffer widths at the 
upper end of the range are likely to provide protection of physical, chemical, and biological 
characteristics of the aquatic resource.“ (USDA FS, 1997) 

50’ (15m) forested buffer minimum in regional regulations:

• Vermont: 

• Acceptable Management Practices (AMP) for Forestry Operations – for 0-10% 
slopes along streams

• Act 250 – small to moderate sized streams with low risk of lateral or vertical 
channel adjustment, small floodplain requirements, low risk of erosion, and 
without significant wildlife travel corridors or riparian dependent species

• Riparian Management for ANR Lands - Intermittent/Small Perennial Streams

• VT DEC River Corridor Easement funds requirement

• Vermont Trees for Streams program – 35’ minimum width for planting projects

• New York:

• Protection of Waters Regulatory Program - Permit required for disturbance 
within 50’ 

• Wild, Scenic, and Recreational Rivers Act - Permits needed for cutting and 
disturbance within 100’

• Adirondack Park Agency Act - Cutting limited within 35’, minimum setbacks are 
at least 50’

• NYSDEC Trees for Tribs recommends a minimum buffer width of 30’ to 100’ for 
private property where parcel boundaries and site layout allows 

• Quebec

• Ministry of Environment - For streams where slope is greater than 30% or less 
than 30% and riverbank more than 5m high

• MRC Brome-Mississquoi - For streams where slope is greater than 25% or 
riverbank more than 5m high in urban areas and everywhere outside of urban 
areas
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Resources Relating to Program Criteria:
> 15’ (5m) Streamside Zone

A 15’ (5m) streamside zone is commonly cited as the minimum to protect physical integrity 
and stabilize the streambank and protect the ecological integrity of the stream ecosystem by 
providing habitat to aquatic species (Hawes & Smith, 2005; USDA FS, 2017).

15’ (5m) forested buffer minimum in regional programs:

• Vermont

• VT DEC Lake Wise Award Program requires a 15’ (5m) minimum of naturally 
vegetated lakeshore buffer to receive the award

• New York

• NYS Forestry BMPs Field Guide protects a 15’ (5m) minimum – forest cover 
maintained, disturbance and equipment excluded

• Quebec

• Environmental Quality Act - Minimum for small, constrained lots with no extensive 
buffer possible

• MRC Memphremagog minimum for all areas with no vegetation maintenance

• Prime-Vert project planting width minimum

> Minimum 70% canopy cover

Studies find that greater densities of buffer vegetation cools water temperatures for water 
quality and vital aquatic habitat, with the densest (70-90%) ensuring cover for shallow water 
aquatic habitat (Garner et. al., 2017; Broadmeadow et. al., 2011). 

Regional Examples: 

• VT ANR recommends maintaining a 60% canopy cover during timber harvest to provide 
adequate shading and protect terrestrial habitat

> Maximum 10% of Buffer in development

Total impervious cover greater than 10% in a watershed can adversely affect aquatic 
environments. Directly connected impervious surfaces are more harmful on water quality, 
and a watershed with only 5% directly connected impervious area will experience adverse 
water quality impacts. It is important to disconnect water runoff to receiving water bodies 
and to keep development below 10% in the immediate streamside watershed (Schueler, 
1994, 1995; Trinkaus, 2018; Center for Watershed Protection, 2003). DRAFT
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• Bank Stabilization

• 33’-66’ (Fisher and Fischenich, 2000)

• 49’-98’ (USACE, 1991)

• 164’ min. (ELI, 2003)

• Prevent Erosion

• 30’-98’ (Hawes & Smith, 2005)

• Water quality

• 16’-98’ (Fischer and Fischenich, 2000)
• 50’ (Palmstrom, 1991 via Chase, 1995)

• 95’-150’ (Welch, 1992 via Chase, 1995) 

• 328’ min. (ELI, 2003)

• Organic matter & debris

• 10’-33’ (Fischer and Fischenich, 2000)

• 10’-328’ (Hawes & Smith, 2005)

• 50’ (Wenger, 1999)

• 66’-102’  (USACE, 1991)

• 82’-328’ (Broadmeadow and Nisbet, 2004)

• 98’ (Sweeney, 2014)

• 164’ min. (ELI, 2003)

• Sediment trapping 

• 30-200’ (Fischer and Fischenich, 2000)

• 33’ (65% removal)-98’ (85% removal) 
(Sweeney, 2014)

• 33-148’ (USACE, 1991)

• 49-213’ (Broadmeadow and Nisbet, 2004)

• 82-328’ (Wenger, 1999)

• 98’ min. (ELI, 2003)

• Nutrient and pollution removal and retention 

• 16’-98’ (Fischer and Fischenich, 2000; 
Broadmeadow and Nisbet, 2004)

• 16-164’ (Hawes & Smith, 2005)

• 50-100’ (Wenger, 1999)

• 52-164’ (USACE, 1991)

• 82’ min. (ELI, 2003)

• >98’ for nitrate removal (Sweeney, 2014)

• Terrestrial Wildlife Habitat

• 30’-656’ (USACE, 1991)

• 98’-1,640’ (Fischer and Fischenich, 2000)

• 150’-330’+ (Hawes & Smith, 2005)

• 220’-574’ (Wenger, 1999)
• 328’ min. (ELI, 2003)

• Aquatic Habitat

• 33-64’ (Broadmeadow and Nisbet, 2004)

• 33-164’ (Hawes & Smith, 2005)

• 98’ min. (USACE, 1991; Fischer and 
Fischenich, 2000)

• >98’ (Sweeney, 2014)

• Temperature & microclimate regulation

• 30-230’ (Hawes & Smith, 2005)

• 33-66’ (USACE, 1991)

• 33-98’ (Wenger, 1999)

• 49-230’ (Broadmeadow and Nisbet, 2004)

• 66’ (within 2 degrees C) - 98’ (full protection) 
(Sweeney, 2014)

• 98’ min. (ELI, 2003)

• Flood Attenuation

• 66’-492’ (Fischer and Fischenich, 2000)

• Pesticide retention

• 49-328’ (Hawes & Smith, 2005; USACE, 
1991; Wenger, 1999)

A search of the literature clearly suggests that buffer sizes necessary for adequate performance 
of specific buffer functions vary widely (USDA FS, 1998). “…The available field data are only 
sufficient to describe broad relationships between buffer width and function and remain 
inadequate for developing quantitative recommendations for defensible, variable-width buffers” 
(Sweeney, 2014, p. 576).
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